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Sedentary behaviours have been associated with the emergence of chronic diseases, such as diabetes or 
hypertension. Conversely, regular physical activity has a leading role in promoting a healthy lifestyle, as 
evidenced by the numerous physical, psychological and social benefits. This study includes a systematic 
review of studies on knowledge, attitudes and physical activity of college students, which included declared 
criteria of eligibility. In general, in order to measure physical exercise, students should be essentially asked 
about the frequency (in number of days per week) of moderate, vigorous and light exercise, and the number 
of hours spent sitting. Scales of attitudes should address items that include lack of energy; lack of motivation; 
lack of resources; lack of support and lack of time. The scales of knowledge about physical exercise should 
include items about the recommendations about the practice of physical exercise and the relation between 
physical exercise and diseases. The current review, 1) provides guidelines for the construction of 
standardized measurement scales related to knowledge, attitudes and practice of physical exercise. And, 2) 
the main results presented can help in the elaboration of programs of education and promotion of the physical 
exercise in the university. Keywords: Physical exercise; Higher education; Physical activity; Knowledge; 
Attitudes. 
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Regular physical exercise contributes to a healthy lifestyle, however, Portuguese university students have a 
high prevalence of inactivity (41%) (Haase, Steptoe, Sallis, & Wardle, 2004). The WHO argues that the 
increase in knowledge about the international guidelines on the exercise represents a positive motivation 
prerequisite for a physically active lifestyle (WHO, 2012). This systematic review study aims to identify, 
retrieve and analyse the measuring instruments of knowledge, attitudes and exercise practices of higher 
education students. 
 
MATERIAL AND METHODS 
 
To ensure transparency and integrity of literature proceeded in accordance with the guidelines of PRISMA 
(Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, & Altman, 2010). From the research in five databases (PubMed, ERIC, CINAHL®, 
SciELO and ScienceDirect) of articles published in scientific journals, between 1980 and 2018, four terms 
are combined using Boolean operators. After carrying out literature searches, 16 articles were selected from 
a total of 169 studies found. It excluded a) studies on populations not only of higher education or samples of 
populations in specific situations; b) articles related to physical exercise and health problems and including 
the association with other risk behaviours; c) literature review articles or interventions; and, d) which did not 




Analysis of assessment instruments of physical activity concluded that the Godin Leisure-Time Exercise 
Questionnaire was the most used instrument (Blanchard et al., 2007; Cardinal, Tuominen, & Rintala, 2004; 
Holtz, Kokotilo, Fitzgerald, & Frank, 2013; Keating et al., 2009; Yan, Cardinal, & Acock, 2015). At the level of 
the attitudes towards the practice of physical exercise, categories were created according to the dimensions 
of analysis presented, highlighting those that present with more frequency: social and/or familiar support 
(Blanchard et al., 2007; King, Vidourek, English, & Merianos, 2014; Nahar et al., 2016; Wallace et al., 2000; 
Yan et al., 2015); lack of time (Blanchard et al., 2007; King et al., 2014; Nahar et al., 2016; Wallace & 
Buckworth, 2001) self-efficacy (Cardinal et al., 2004; Wallace et al., 2000; Yan et al., 2015); 
accessibility/resources (Nahar et al., 2016; Yan et al., 2015). In order to study the level of knowledge about 
physical exercise, we should mainly consider: the concept and components of physical exercise, the relation 




In order to measure physical exercise practice, students should be, essentially asked about the frequency (in 
number of days per week) of moderate, vigorous and moderate exercise; and about the number of hours per 
day spent sitting. The scales of attitudes presented in the different instruments analysed are more 
comprehensive, so it is proposed to construct a scale that includes the following dimensions: lack of energy; 
lack of motivation; lack of resources; lack of support and lack of time. For the scale of knowledge about 
physical exercise, the following dimensions are proposed: recommendations about the practice of physical 
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The current review provides guidelines for the construction of standardized and comparable measurement 
scales. Concomitantly, the verified low level of knowledge and the barriers to physical exercise reinforce the 




(2007). Ethnicity as a moderator of the theory of planned behavior and physical activity in college 
students. Res Q Exercise Sport, 78(5), 531 541. https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2007.10599452 
Cardinal, B. J., Tuominen, K. J., & Rintala, P. (2004). Cross-Cultural Comparison of American and 
heoretical Model Constructs. Res Q 
Exercise Sport, 75(1), 92 101. https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2004.10609137 
Haase, A., Steptoe, A., Sallis, J. F., & Wardle, J. (2004). Leisure-time physical activity in university 
students from 23 countries: Associations with health beliefs, risk awareness, and national economic 
development. Prev Med, 39(1), 182 190. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2004.01.028 
Holtz, K. A., Kokotilo, K. J., Fitzgerald, B. E., & Frank, E. (2013). Exercise behaviour and attitudes among 
fourth-year medical students at the University of British Columbia. Can Fam Physician, 59(5), 26
32. https://doi.org/10.1714/1563.17025 
Keating, X. D., Jose, C.-P., Erin, C., Louis, H., Tere, R., & Li, C. (2009). Health-related fitness knowledge 
and its relation to student physical activity patterns at a large U.S. southern state university. Health 
Related Fitness, 5(2), 3 10. 
King, K. A., Vidourek, R. A., English, L., & Merianos, A. L. (2014). Vigorous physical activity among 
college students: Using the health belief model to assess involvement and social support. Archives 
of Exercise in Health and Disease, 4(2), 267 279. https://doi.org/10.5628/aehd.v4i2.153 
Moher, D., Liberati, A., Tetzlaff, J., & Altman, D. G. (2010). Preferred reporting items for systematic 
reviews and meta-analyses: The PRISMA statement. Int J Surg, 8, 336 341. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijsu.2010.02.007
Nahar, V. K., Sharma, M., Catalano, H. P., Ickes, M. J., Johnson, P., & Ford, M. A. (2016). Testing multi-
theory model (MTM) in predicting initiation and sustenance of physical activity behavior among 
college students. Health Promotion Perspectives, 6(2), 58 65. https://doi.org/10.15171/hpp.2016.11 
Wallace, L. S., & Buckworth, J. (2001). Application of the Transtheoretical Model to Exercise Behavior 
among Non-traditional College Students. American Journal of Health Education, 32(1), 39 47. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/19325037.2001.10609396 
Wallace, L. S., Buckworth, J., Kirby, T. E., & Sherman, W. M. (2000). Characteristics of Exercise Behavior 
among College Students: Application of Social Cognitive Theory to Predicting Stage of Change. Prev 
Med, 31(5), 494 505. https://doi.org/10.1006/pmed.2000.0736 
WHO. (2012). Health education: theoretical concepts, effective strategies and core competencies: a 
foundation document to guide capacity development of health educators. Retrieved from 
http://www.who.int/iris/handle/10665/119953 






JHSE Supplementary Issue: International Seminar of Physical Education, Leisure and Health. June 2019. Castelo Branco, Portugal 













































This work is licensed under a Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). 
